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	North To Alaska
May 23, 2007


I recently visited Alaska for the first time and was very impressed with the magnitude of its mountains, forests, lakes and all of the wild animals. I was there on business with a co-worker (Chris Philben) for eight days and spent five days in Anchorage and three days in Fairbanks. We had a rent-a-car and were able to get out and about to see some of the many attractions and to look for bear and moose.  We did see a moose when one big one casually walked across the road about a block in front of our car.  We stopped to take some pictures but by the time we got the camera out, the moose had moved into the high timber and disappeared.  We had to go to wild life preservation to see the bears.  They had this place outside of Anchorage where you could drive through and see all kinds of animals.  The animals were fenced in so you could walk around without worrying about being eaten by the bears.  It was kind of like a zoo and I enjoyed seeing some of the animals that are native to Alaska.  We also went to see a couple of glaciers and got a good view of Mount McKinley from the air on our flight from Fairbanks to Anchorage.  
	[image: image3.jpg]



	[image: image4.jpg]




	[image: image5.jpg]



	[image: image6.jpg]




	Glaciers near Anchorage
	Mount McKinley


We took the scenic route to Alaska by way of Japan and really racked up the frequent flyer miles.  The total distance for this trip was 14,978 air miles and 30 hours in the air.  Throw in the two four hour bus rides from Narita (Tokyo) Airport to Camp Zama and back and the time waiting around in airports and you have a long trip.  My old body doesn’t adjust to all this traveling as good as it used to and I had a sore rear end from being cramped up in my “cattle car class” coach seat.  But - it was all worth it to get to see Alaska.
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Let’s take a closer look at our largest state.  Here are some interesting facts:

> Danish explorer Vitus Jonassen Bering discovered Alaska in 1741.

> Russian whalers and fur traders established the first settlement on Kodiak Island in 1784.

> In 1867, United States Secretary of State William H. Seward purchased Alaska from Russia for $7,200,000, or about two cents per acre.  

> Joe Juneau’s 1880 discovery of gold ushered in the gold rush era.

> In 1943, Japan invaded the Aleutian Islands causing the first battle fought on American soil since the Civil War.
> Alaska entered the Union as the 49th state on January 3rd, 1959.

> Alaska Area:  586,412 square miles – that is two and a half times larger than Texas.  

> State Population:  About 630,000

Largest Cities:  Anchorage (261,000) – Fairbanks (88,000) – Juneau (31,000) 

> State Sport:  Dog Mushing                      State Fish:  King Salmon
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The Iditarod is a dog sled race that takes place every March in Alaska. It is sometimes called the "Last Great Race." Although the race is over 1150 miles long, the race is officially 1,049 miles, since Alaska is the 49th state in the USA. The Iditarod trail goes from Anchorage to Nome. The race starts on the first Saturday in March and takes about 10 days to complete. The winning musher (dog sled racer) takes home a large cash prize; the last musher to finish the race extinguishes (and wins) a red lantern at the finish line.

> State Capital:  Juneau                             Motto:  North to the Future 

> State Bird:  Willow Ptarmigan               State Tree:  Sitka Spruce

> State Mineral:  Gold                                State Gem:  Jade

> State Flower:  Forget-me-not                  State Insect:  Dragonfly

> State Fossil:  Woolly Mammoth             State Song:  Alaska’s Flag             
> State Sea Mammal:  Bowhead Whale    State Land Mammal:  Moose                  

> Tallest mountain in North America:  Mount McKinley at 20,320 feet

> Second highest mountain:  Mount Saint Elias at 18,008 feet

> Most Mountains:  Alaska has 17 of the 20 highest mountains in North America.

> Most Glaciers in the Nation:  29,000+ square miles or 5% of state

> Shoreline:  33,904 miles

> Longest Day:  Barrow – The sun rises on May 10th and sets 3 months later.

> Shortest Day:  Barrow – The sun sets on November 18th and rises 2 months later.

> America’s biggest Earthquake:  This event happened on March 27, 1964 near Anchorage and measured 9.2 on the Richter scale.
> The population density is 2.6 people per square mile.

> Little Diomede Island (US) is 2.5 miles from Big Diomede Island (Russia) and mainland Alaska is only 51 miles from Russia across the Bering Strait. 

> Alaska's most important revenue source is the oil and natural gas industry. 

> Alaska accounts for 25% of the oil produced in the United States.

> The Trans-Alaska Pipeline moves up to 88,000 barrels of oil per hour on its 800 mile journey to Valdez. 

> The fishing and seafood industry is the state's largest private industry employer. 

> Most of America's salmon, crab, halibut, and herring come from Alaska. 

> The term Alaska native refers to Alaska's original inhabitants including Aleut, Eskimo and various Indian groups.

> The Alaska Range is the largest mountain chain in the state. It covers from the Alaska Peninsula to the Yukon Territory. 

> In 1915 the record high temperature in Alaska was 100 degrees Fahrenheit at Fort Yukon; the record low temperature was -80 degrees Fahrenheit at Prospect Creek Camp in 1971. 

> Alaska's name is based on the Eskimo word Alakshak meaning great lands or peninsula.
Yes, Alaska is truly America's Last Frontier.
The state of Alaska is divided into five distinct regions:

	Alaska’s Flag
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Let’s get back to my trip to Alaska and some final observations I made during my short stay there.  I noticed right away that Anchorage has a lot of micro-breweries and the fact that very few people drank Coors Light, Budweiser or any other popular U.S. beer.  While in Alaska, you need to drink real beer and that is why I switched to Alaska Amber draft.  It was great beer!  The next thing I noticed was the price of food and beer was higher than in Honolulu.  I was paying about $15 for breakfast and $5 for a draft beer.  No, I didn’t drink beer with my breakfast but I did drink beer for my dinner a couple of times.  Drinking beer in Alaska can be a little confusing at times – one night I was watching the Utah Jazz play and having a few cold ones and since it was still light outside I thought it couldn’t be too late.  I checked by pocket watch and discovered it was 11:15PM.  Then in the morning, the sun light was coming in my hotel window and jumped up to get ready for work.  After brushing my teeth, I checked the clock in the room – it was 3:30AM.  By-the-way, did you know that the Utah Jazz have replaced the Seattle Supersonics as Alaska’s most popular NBA team?  The reason for this is Utah’s star player, Carlos Boozer, is from Juneau.  Everybody up there was rooting for the Jazz.
Downtown Anchorage has almost as many gift shops as it does bars and that is a lot of gift shops.  I know this because I had a short shopping list and walked around the entire downtown area.  I needed to buy my grandkids (Kayla and Nick) a small stuffed bear and moose and my wife wanted fresh king salmon.  Finding the stuffed bear and moose was easy but the fresh salmon turned out to be a bit more complicated.  There was no place to buy fresh salmon downtown so I had to drive out to a fish produce company on the outskirts of Anchorage where I found out all about shipping fresh fish to Hawaii.  The first thing I found out was that king salmon is the most expensive fish in Alaska – it was going for $18 a pound.  If you want to ship fish to Hawaii, you must use the FedEx overnight service which costs about $100 for one box of fish or carry it back yourself.  The shipping company packs the fish in a box along with frozen gel packs and guarantees the fish will remain frozen for up to 48 hours.  Since I still had to go to Fairbanks, I didn’t buy any salmon in Anchorage.  The evening before flying back to Honolulu, I found a fish packing company in Fairbanks and purchased four king salmon filets and had them box it up so I could put it in my suitcase and carry back to Hawaii.  It cost me about $50 and my wife was happy.
I almost purchased an Alaskan Dream Catcher at one of those gift shops.  You are probably asking yourself, “What in the world is a dream catcher?”  Well, I had never heard of these things before but my traveling companion Chris was looking for one to hang in their new home they are buying in California.  Basically, it is 6 to 10 inches in diameter round thing with strings, beads, stones, furs, and feathers in various designs.  You hang it by the head of your bed and it is supposed to catch all of your bad dreams and bring you good luck.  I didn’t buy one because I was not sure my wife wanted one hanging in our house.    

	The Legend of the Dream Catcher 

According to Native American legend, it is believed that dreams both good and bad float through the air during the night searching for their destination.  While sleeping under a dream catcher, placed by the persons head, bad dreams being confused and ill intentioned, get caught in the web to perish with the light of day. The good dreams, knowing the way, easily slip through the center hole, work their way down the web catching all the good energies of the stones and adornments, float down the feathers into the dreamers head. One never need fear bad 

dreams again, while sleeping under a dream catcher.
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One day I stopped at one of the many hot dog stands they have on the streets of Anchorage and Fairbanks.  I noticed something different on the menu – they had regular hot dogs, polish sausage hot dogs, and reindeer hot dogs.  I have never eaten reindeer before so I ordered one and it was really good.  The next morning I noticed that you could get reindeer sausage with your breakfast.  Santa Claus is not going to be happy about this!  Speaking of Santa Claus, there is a town called the North Pole (population 1,800) in Alaska.  It is actually located in metropolitan Fairbanks.  The biggest attraction at the North Pole is a gift shop named Santa Claus House with a giant fiberglass statue of Santa Claus outside.  Prior to Christmas each year, the post office in North Pole receives millions of letters addressed to Santa Claus.  By-the-way, the official zip code for Santa at the North Pole is 99705.    
Another thing I noticed while walking and driving around in Anchorage was the lack of tall buildings.  Did you know that the tallest building in Alaska is the Conoco-Phillips Building at 296 feet (22 floors)?  I stayed at the Captain Cook Hotel which is probably the second tallest building in Alaska at 20 floors.  Do you think all those earthquakes have something to do with this?    
While driving around in Alaska, I noticed these little cables hanging down by the front bumper on every vehicle.  I checked the front our rent-a-car and sure enough there was that little cable.  Since Chris had been to Alaska once before, I asked what in the world was the purpose of that little cable?  It was an electrical cord for a special car engine heater that keeps the car oil from freezing.   Every home garage, shopping center parking lot and even the parking areas on the military bases have a place to plug in this heater.  It must really get cold in the winter up there.  We went to see the Alaskan Pipeline which comes close to Fairbanks.  Maybe all that oil is the reason the price of gasoline was about a $1 a gallon cheaper than in Hawaii.  I’m still trying to figure out what keeps this pipeline oil from freezing.
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	Alaskan Pipeline
	Up in the high timber
	Freezing by Glacier


I was hoping to see the famous Alaskan Northern Lights that are visible from Fairbanks but found out you need to be there during the fall or winter to see them.  Fairbanks is the largest interior city in Alaska and is located in a large flat valley with two major rivers (Chena and Tanana) running through it.  Fairbanks got it start in the early 1900s when prospectors from the Klondike come to the area in search of gold.  In 1901, a trader named E.T. Barnette established a trading post and in 1902 gold was discovered 16 miles north of Fairbanks and the gold rush was on.  At that time, Fairbanks was the largest city in Alaska.  Now the downtown area is mostly made up of old buildings with a lot of them unoccupied and boarded up.  Some of the businesses have moved out to the shopping centers in the suburbs.  There are a few new buildings like the 8-story Marriott where we stayed.  Fairbanks is home to the University of Alaska, the oldest college in Alaska.  Denali National Park is about 120 miles from Fairbanks.  This park contains six million acres of wildland with only one road going through it.  Visitors can see moose and caribou browsing in the willows, Dall sheep on the hillside cliffs, a wolf trotting across the tundra, a grizzly bear feeding on blueberries, and view the crowning jewel of North America’s mountains – Mount McKinley.        
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	Downtown Fairbanks on the Chena River
	Northern Lights


It seems like every where I go in the world I run into somebody I know from Hawaii.  At the Fairbanks Airport, while waiting in the gate area for my flight to Anchorage, I hear this person saying “Jerry”, “Jerry Petersen is that you?” and there was Cyndy, a lady I used to work with several years ago in building 525 at Fort Shafter when our organization was called ISEC-PAC.  While we were waiting in Seattle for our flight to Honolulu, we had a chance to talk about old times and the whereabouts of the old gang we used to work with.  It is always nice to see somebody you know from Hawaii. 
Alaska is such a big and beautiful state and I would like to go back some time and do a little fishing and see more of it.  Besides that - I need to find out the answer to that Alaskan Pipeline oil mystery.      
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